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m. DISCUSSION
4. NOAA's petition aSksl the Commission to authorize..

the use of the frequency 4y6.025 MHz for ELTs. In sup­
port of its petition. NOAA states that the
COSPAS/SARSAT system, w.rimarily using the frequencies
121.5 MHz and 243.0 MHz, has progressed to a fully
operational international s~tem. NOAA notes the system
has 18 nations participatin~ and is responsible for having
saved 1,607 people as of October 30, 1990. It indicates that
potentially greater benefits; would be derived from the
implementation of the 406.025 MHz ELT.

5. The FAA strongly supports authorizing the use of
406.025 MHz for ELTs. 7 The FAA srates that it is the
agency responsible for requiring the carriage of ELTs and
that it intends to allow 406 MHz ELTs to be voluntarily
carried in addition to 121.5 ELTs.g In support of 406 MHz
ELTs the FAA has developed technical standards9 that will
provide a means for manufacturers to get FAA and FCC
equipment approval.

,.
II. BACKGROUND J

2. ELTs are small battery powered transmitters carried
on aircraft that are used to transmit a distress signal..
Presently. ELTs authorized in the United States operate on
the frequencies 121.500 MHz and. 243.000 MHz (hereafter
121.5 ELT).~ The distress signal is used to alert others of a
distress situation and to assist search and rescue (SAR)
operations. When activated. 121.5 ELTscan be detected by
overflying aircraft or nearby land stations if they are moni­
toring the distress frequency, or by low orbiting satellites
that are part of an international satellite system.
COSPAS/SARSAT. 3 A problem with the 121.5 ELTs. how­
ever. is that for satellite detection their location can only
be computed if a satellite can relay. iii real time. the
distress signal to a ground station.4

.

3. In the -1983 Mobile World Administrative Radio Con­
ference for the Mobile Services (MOB-83), the frequency
406.025 MHz was allocated for the exclusive use of low­
power. earth-to-space emergency position indicating
radiobeacons. On August 24, 1988, the Commission adopt­
ed rules authorizing the use of this frequency for EPIRBs
in the Maritime Radio Service.s As an integral part of thaI
rule amendment we adopted technical standards for such
EPIRBs.6
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NOTICE OF PROPOSED RULE MAKING

I. INTRODUCTION
L The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra­

tion of the United States Department of Commerce
(NOAA) filed a petition <RM-7611). public notice given
February 7. 1991. Public Notice No. 1836, requesting that
the Commission amend Part 87 of the Rules. 47 C.F.R.
Part 87, to authorize the use of the frequency 406.025
MHz for emergency locator transmitters fELTs) on air­
craft. 1 The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and the
United States Coast Guard (Coast Guard) filed comments
supporting the use of 406.025 MHz for ELTs.

I Emergency position indicating radiobeacon stations are used
to send a distress signal that is used as an alerting signal and to
assist search and rescue personnel. In the 'United States such
beacons are named emergency locator transmitters (ELTs) when
carried on an aircraft and emergency position indicating
radiobeacons (EPIRBs) when carried on ships. ELTs and
EPIRBs operate on the same frequencies and transmlt identical
distress signals.
Z These frequencies are allocated internationally for use by
emergency beacons such as EP1RBs and E,LTs. See Radio Regu­
lations, No. 3259, (International Telecommunications Union.
19QO). The aviation industry typically refers to these ELTs as
121.5 ELTs.
3 COSPAS is an acronym for a Russian phrase meaning space
system for search and distress vessels. SARSAT stands for
search and rescue satellite-aided tracking.
4 The current satellite system does not have any storage capa­
bility for the 121.5 and 243.0 MHz distress signal and. thus, can
only act as a "bent-pipe" to relay the distress signal to a ground
station for processing. Because there are "blind spots" in the

current satellite system (i.e.. not every location on earth can be
seen continuously from a satellite), emergency beacon signals
may not get relayed to SAR personnel. As discussed below, the
satellite system used for 406 MHz beacons can store distress
signals and relay them to a ground station.
S See Report and Order, PR Docket No. 86-424, 3 FCC Rcd
5406 (1988).
6 The technical standards are incorporated by reference in
Section 80.1061 of the Commission's Rules, 47 C.F.R. § 80.1061,
and are contained in the Radio Technical Commission for Mari­
time Services (RTCM) document titled "RTCM Recommended
Standards for 406 MHz Satellite Emergency Position-Indicating
Radiobeacons (EP1RBs)", dated July 31. 1987.
7 FAA comments at l.
g See 55 Fed. Reg. 12316 (April 2. 1990).
9 These technical standards .-ference the Radio Technical
Commission for Aeronalltics(RTCA) document "Minimum
Operational Performance StUidards 406 MHz Emergency Lo­
cator Transmitters (ELTs), Document No. RTCAlDO-204", ap­
proved by RTCA on September 29, 1989.
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·~.~,h~1\a Guard also supports authorizing the ~se of
40~.025 "MHz for ELTs. HJ T,he Coast Guard states It has
cOlfsiderable interest in this rule making because of its
in.volv'ement in a substantial number of SAR operations
involving aircraft needing assistance in maritime areas and
its experience with 406 MHz EPIRBs, According to the
Coast Guard. between 1985 and 1989. it participated in
1(}7ISAR operations in which aircraft needed assistance,
resulting in 656 lives saved. I I Further. the Coast Guard
\:)elieve.s. based on its experience with the 406 MHz
EPIRBs, that. the carria~e of 406 MHz ELTs will result in
fewer ELl' false alarms. 2 The Coast Guard notes that the
'transmitted distress signal contains an identification code
lh,~tc.m be used to identify the owner of the beacon and
the type of vessel in distress to facilitate SAR operations.
The Coast Guard states that this information is maintained
ina NOAA database which allows SAR forces to contact
the licensee and determine whether the transmission is
real<.>t' falJe, resl,llting in more efficient SAR operations

. and more liVes saved. -

7. NOAA is respons'ible for operating the Mission Con­
.trol, ,Center that recei,ves emergency signals from the
COSPAS/SARSAJ satellite s.ystem. When NOAA detects a
distres.s alert. ,it computes the. position a(ld f(lrwards the
information to the appropriate SAR fo~ces who judge what
SAR resources are needed. NOAA states that the 406 MHz
distress alerting system offers several potential advantages
over the current 121.5 MHzELTs. Because the 406 MHz
signal is digital.. it is abie to 11e stored al1d retransmitted
Qnce. the satellite is ,over a ground station. This gives the
~ystem world-~ide coverage wIth no blind spots. Addition­
any, tr~ qment 121.5 .E.LTs are experiencing problems
with fals.e alarm,s: These ELTs may transmit fal-<. alarms
.d'tie to 'aircraft ryan! landings, mishandling, or problems
related' to beacon design, installation, or maintenance.
NOAA also believes the 406 MHz system will virtually
eliminate the problem of fatsealarms by providing SAR
forces with 'an emergency contact number accessible
through its database. This would permit SAR personnel to
contact' the aircraft owner in the event of an inadvertent

'activation of an ELT and avoid dispatching valuable SAR
resources. 13 .

8. An amendment of the rules providing for the use of
the frequency 406.025 MHz could improve aircraft safety
by, providing for enhanced distress alerting functions. Our
experience to date with EPIRBs that operate on this fre­
quency has been favorable. 14 Further, the use of 406.025
MHz will become more widespread once the Global Mari­
time Distress and Safety System lS (CMDSS) is
implemented. Finally, use of 406.025 MHz for ELTs is
supported by both the FAA and the Coast Guard. Accord­
ingly, we propose to; amend Part 87 of the Rules, as
reflected in the Appendix hereto. to authorize the use of
406.025 MHz for ELTs.Noapplication for modification of
existing license would be required. Further, we propose
that ELTs be required to comply with the technical stan­
dards- in the Radio Technical Commission for Aeronautics
(RTCA) document "Minimum Operational Performance

10 U.S, Coast Guard comments at l.
11 U.S. Coast Guard comments at 1.
12 U.S. Coast Guard comments at 2.
13 NOAA Petition at2,
14 The frequel1cy 406.025 MHz has been authorized for
shipboard use since October 3, 1988. See 53 Fed. Reg. 31004
(August 17; ~9!l8).

'1.

"I"
Standards 406 MHz' E~ergency L(~cator 'i;;:a~s'~itters
(ELTs). Document No. RTCAIDO-204". In addition to

. these proposals. we seek specific comments to the follow­
ing issues:

- Currently t~e 406 MHz EPIRBs are required to
have a low power 121.500 MHz transmitter for
"homing". Should 406 MHz ELTs be required to
have an integral 121.500 MHz "naming" beacon?

- Are there international requirements not covered
in RTCA's technical standards?

- Should ELTs capable of operating on 406.025 MHz
be certified as meeting COSPAS/SARSAT standards
by an independent laboratory a,s is req",ired for. th.e
406.025 MHz EPIRBs or is. the Commission's type
acceptance process sufficient? ' .

9. Currently, NOAA administers and maintains a
database that contains a. unique identWc~tion code for
each 406 MHz EPIRB.' Registration in this database is
presently voluntary. Manufacturers ml\st progr~~.Jn,to

each EPIRB this unique code and provide an equipment
plate or label on each 406 MHz EPIRB displaying the
unique NOAA identification code and registratiotl'rnstruc­
tions. 16 Manufacturers must also include. a pre-addressed
post card soliciting the owner's name and address. tele­
phone numher. the type of ship and the. unique ident,ifica­
tion code for registration with NOAA's database. In regard
to this issue of registration with NOAA. we propose to
treat 406 ELTs in the same ,manner that we treat 406
EPIRBs. We propose to require manufacturers, to program
each 406 MHz ELT with a unique code and to provide on
each 406 MHz ELT a plate or labe.lcontaining the registra­
tion instructions requested' by NOAA. Additionally" we
propose to require manufacturers to in,clude with,' each
marketed 406 MHz ELT apre-addressedpqst ,card soIicjt­
ing the name. address. telephone number, idelltificanon
code and aircraft type of the owner for. registration in
NOAA's database. We seek specific COmment as t9; t~e

expected effectiveness of voluntary registration. For e)(~m·

pie. should the registration be made mandatory and if so
what enforcement might be contemplated if beacons are
not registered?

IV. PROCEDURAL MATTERS
10. This is a non-restricted notice and comment rule

making proceeding. Ex Parte presentations are· permitted,
except during the Sunshine Agenda period. provided they
are disclosed as provided in Commission . rules. See gen-
erally 47 C.F.R.§§ 1.1202. 1.1203, 1.1206(a). . ' .

I I. Pursuant to applicable procedures set forth. in Sec­
tions 1.415 and 1.419 of the Commission Rules, 47 C.F.R.

.§§ 1.4[5 and 1.419, interested parties may file comments
on or before July '1.7, 1992, and reply comments on or
before August 11, 199'1.. To file formally in this proceed-

IS The GMDSS will replace the existing international mar-lUal
Mo.rse code ship-to-ship radiotelegraph system w.ith a ft,illyauto­
mated ship-to-shore distress alerting system .using ad.vanced sat-
ellite and terrestrial data cqrpm4nications systems.. . .
16 NOAA assigns a block of.serial nUmbers to a manufacturer
to be assigned to EPIRBs.as they are manufactured.
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ing. you must file an original and five copies of all com­
ments, reply comments. and supporting comments. If you
want each Commissioner to receive a personal copy of
your comments and reply comments, you must file an
original plus nine copies. You should send comments and
reply comments to the Office of the Secretary. Federal
Communications Commission, Washington, D.C. 20554.
Comments and reply comments will be available for pub­
lic inspection during regular business hours in the Dock­
et's Reference Room of the Federal Communications
Commission, 1919 M Street. N.W., Washington, D.C.
20554.

12. We certify that the Regulatory Flexibility Act of
1980 does not apply to this rule making proceeding be·
cause if the proposed rule amendments are promulgated,
there will not be a significant economic impact on a
substantial number of small business entities, as defined by
Section 601(3) of the Regulatory Flexibility Act. The
change proposed herein will have a beneficial effect on the
aviation community by permitting the use of 406.(l25 MHz
for ELTs by aircraft. These changes are· voluntary and will
not cause significant economic impact on any entity. The
Secretary shall send a copy of this Notice of Proposed
Rule Making, including the certification, to the Chief
Counsel for Advocacy of the Small Business Administra­
tion in accordance with paragraph 605(b) of the Regula­
tory Flexibitity Act. Pub. L. No. 96-354. 94 Stat. 1164, 5
U.S.c. §§ 601-612 (1980).

13. For further information. call James Shaffer. Private
Radio Bureau, Special Services Division, (202) 632-7197.

FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION

Secretary
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APPENDIX

But 87 of Cba{hv 1 of Title 47 of ~ Qx)e of lWfera1 ReglJlaHaw :is
pu pBBd. to be alA rietl as foll alB:

RIxt 87 _.:AVlM'lXJf SBRVICBS

1. '!he authority citation for Part 87 CQ'ltim1es to read as follQWS:

JIJ'IJI:BrIY: 48 Stat. 1066, 1082, as alAited; 47 U.S.C. 154, 303, 1ml aSB
ot:bfmdse DDt:ed. IDI:eIpr:eC or aA;ily 48 Stat. 1~..1068,1081-1105, as a'arJed;
47 U.S.C. 151-156, 301-609.

2. In Section 87.133 (a) the stability table is attended by adding a new
entty at the end of paragraph (6) to read as follows:

§ ·87.133 Prerp!DCy stab11 j ty.

(a) * * *

Frequen.cy' band (lower limit
exclusive, UR;)eI' limit inclusive), and

categories of statiCllS.

***~"iK
(6) Band-137 to 470 MHZ:

* * *
Eh'ergency locator transmitters an 406 M!z

* * * * *

'Iblerance1

N/A

'Iblerance2

5

3. In section 87.137 (a) the emi.ssiCll table is arrexBi by actiing a new entty
in alphabetical order to read as follOlotlB:

§ 87.137~ of .-:lCXl.
(a) * * *

Authorized barxiwidth (kilohertz)

Class of emission

~ ~ ~ ~~

GlD • . • • • • •

* * * * *

anissicn
designator

16KOGlD

4

Below 50
MIz

Above SO Frequency
M{z deviaticn

20 kHz
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"

4. In section 87.147 paragraph (b) is aItE!l'X3ed by revisin3the first
sentence azxl addinJ a new paragxaph (e) to read as follows:

< ',~

§ 87.147 "Iype acneptanre of s;pJiprEtt".
,

* * * ~ ~
(0) ELTs that qmate an the frequencies 121.500 Miz ani 243. OOOMiz "that

are 1tB111faetured after OCtcber 1, 1988, ItL1St neat the power cutp.1t
characteristics coota.ined:fn pu:agtaph 87. 141 (i) of thissecticnwhen tested in
accordance with the Signal EnhancEIrent Test ccntained in SUkp1rt N, Part 2 of
this O1apter. * * *" ',,, ,,' ,.;;

* * *~~
r .,'

. (e) 19>1icaticn fortype"acceptanee.,for ELTs c:apable of.cp!rB.tiDg cntbe
. frequency ,406.025 r.tfZ ttustmc1fJde' sufficient documt:!nt:iJ.ticn to Sb::w, that the 'BLT
neets the requi.nments of' ~ 8"7~'199(a) .' ' .,

I',. .,_

Class of. static:n ,.Suqm:t',.Frequency 'or frequency
b:uXl

, S. IIi SeCti<:n 87.173 the frequency table in~, (c) is anetrled by ,
aa:ti.r:9 a new ent:r:yin r.une!ric order to n!ad as:follaws: ' .>'

. 5 fr7.173 PDq...rtes.
~ .~ ~',* ~"

(b) * * *

****'~
406.025 Miz . .. . . • F, G, H" I,

J, K; M, 0
MfL, F.JW, 'FAR;
PM', ~, ~,

'!i»t, ~

,.8lm:genCy' azxl distress

. -~ ", ,;.. ' -

6. In sedticn 87.187 ,existing paragraphs' (m) thXtilgh (z) 'are redesignated
(n.)t:.hralgh (M.) am a 'neW paragraph (m):.ls added' to' read as follOws:

. I fr1.187 Freqlerles.
.~ '

** ,*;.¥ . ....tl: I.·...",. ~ ' :.;; ..

(m) '!he frequency 406.025 M{z is an'~ arx1. distress' frequency
available for use by srergency locator transnitters. Use of this frequency ItUSt
be limited to tl:anSnissicns of distress am safety camunicaticns.
* * * * * .
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7. In sectioo 87.195 p:u:agnph (a) is anerx3ed by acXiin:J a new sentence to
read as follows:

I 87.195 f',r:ecJEl'.lCies.

(a) * * * ELTs that transnit 00. the fxequency 406.025 Miz use GlD
anissioo.
*, *"** *

8. A new secticn 87.199 U. ad:'ed to read as follows:

S 87.199 fP!dal ~.i."s far 406.025 )liz tut:..
(a) 406. 025 ~ m.tnI lTl1St rreet all the technical arxl perfomance stamards

caltained in the ~o Techni.cal Cantiissicn fOX' tics Qxument·titled
~.~tialal ~oimmce~. 406 rez I.ocator 'I'ransnitt,ers
(ELT) " Doclmmt No. RIaVOO~204 dAted septEllb!r 29,989. 'Ibis~ docl.Irent is
incoxporated by reference in acc:otClano;! with 5.. U. S.Ct 552 (a). "!he dooJment is
available for inspecticn ~t Q;mnissicn~ In \t!l.shinatcn, D.C. or nay be
d:>ta.ined fran tbe Depart:1tB1t of Transportaticn, IPedeb1 Avi,atioo Mni.nistxaticn,
Office of Ain.orthineSs, 800 !ndeperxSence Aveme SW, \t!l.shinatcn, D.C. 20591.

(b) An identific:atic:n cx:de, issueQ by the NatiCJ]al ocea¢c ani At:mJspheri.c
1dnini.stz:aticn (tOA.), the thitec;i States p~xaru~ for the 406.025 fwIiZ
CD9~AS/SARSAT satellite ~tem, II\1St be ptOgXatllled in each ELT ~t to establish
a unique identificaticn for each J,l:LT statioo. With ea.c;:h naxketable ELT unit the
~~ or g;antee nust incJ,.ude a postage ~-Pllio. registz:atiCll card
a.ddxssed·to: N)M/SARSAT <:p!ratialS Divi."iCX1, B/SP3, Federal EWJ.d:i.D; 4,
washingtcn, D.C. 20233. '!he registz:atioo card nust include the E!=LT
identificat,ioo ccQe arx1 nust request the pwper's parre, address, telephone Ill.Jl'Cber
am type of aircraft ~

(c) :r.n additiQl to the identificaticn plate or label requi~ts ccntained
in §§ 2.925, 2.926 and 2 .1003 of tJ'Je o::mnissia'1 Rulat, each 406.025 l4iz ELT nust
be provide4 ~ the cuts;lde with a 'cl~ly discemable pem1!UlSIlt plate or label
calt:a.ini.n3 the followi.ng statement: "It is ext:ten!ly :i.nportant that the owner of
thi." 406.025 MIZ BLT register the rnv.. identificatial~ ccntained 00. this
label with the NatiaJal oceanic aIX1-At:naIphertcAd:ftinisttatie:t1 (N:lM) whcse
address is: .... N:»\A, N:)M/SARSAT <:pez;atiaw Divisicn, E/SP3, .Federal, adlding 4,
W!shi.ngtoo., D.C. 20233."

(d.) For 406.025 Mfz ELTs whose i.dentificatioo cede can be changed after
nanufaetm'e, the identific:aticn cooe shewn' a'1 the plate or label nust be easily
:replilceable usin3' CUiIIUlly available tools.
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